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The title was chosen since the phrase 'Deaf and Dumb™
is one of the commoner epithets used by hearing people
when referring to the hearing impaired. 'Dumb™ is
usually employed in a pejorative rather than a2 lit-

eral sense.



"I'd never declare I was deaf on an application form..
They'd think you ocouldn't speak as well"

(Miss C.G.)

"Being born deaf it's not different.

When you beeoome
deaf you pick up what deaf people feel anyway - behaviour,
habits, feelings ... It's much easier for someone with

acquired deafness to accept other deaf people™

(Mr. H. H.)



ABSTRACT

This study investizates the perceptions different groups of hear-
ing impaired adults have of the difficuliies experienced in the acquis-
ition and retention of satisfactory employment. A societal reactions per-
spective is adopted: departures from 'standard' communicative competence
which violate expected norms of interaction are heavily sanctioned in
our society. Those who 'deviate' in this respect tend to be negatively
categorised in a fairly uniform manner. Thus the mildly impaired suffer
similar imputations of deviance as those more severely impaired, varia-
tions being of degree rather than of kind. Despite this common categorie
sation, however, the hearing impaired adopt differing strategies to deal
with stigma according to their skill in achieving 'standard' communioc=-

ative 'competencies'.

The semi=~closed field of employment was chosen as illustrative of
my arguments, as the hearing impaired must contend daily with a hearing
environmente Participant observation activities were combined with ine-
depth interviewing of fifty respondents, covering a diverse range of
clinical loss, age of onset and communication skillse.

My major speculation was confirmed. Respondents, as a group, felt
under-involved, if not totally segregated from participation in economic
goals by the stereotyping and stigma reactions their handicap was perw
ceived to elicit from work colleagues and employers. Outcomes, however,
differed according to skill in communicative performance, although the
work setting constrained options overall for successful sirategy man-—
agemente Other findings include the power of informal labellers to in-
stigate deviant outcomes; the situational and sequential nature of
deviance defining; the legitimation of limitations extrinsic to a res-
pondent's handicap as intrinsic, and their rationalisation as 'insup-
erable obstacles'; and adherence by respondents to the work ethic.

An appreciation of the commonalities of the deviantising process
as applied to different groups of the hearing impaired is a pre=requisite
for suggested anti-discriminatory legislation: to proscribe overt stigma-
tising behaviour, and ultimately eradicate stigma's 'small beginnings'
at the level of individunal interactione
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CHAPTER 1: ORIENTATIONS
1, 2

Deafness or hearing impairment ' has been described by Samuel

Johnson as "the most desperate of human calamities"™ (_12_ SUTCLIFFE, 1970).

Many hearing impaired people themselves have attested to the devastating
impact which it has, above all, on interpersonal relationshipse Whilst mo-
tor impairments tend to isolate their victims from things, deafness or hear-
ing impairment isolates one from people. If social contact provides that

crucial sense of belonging to the world, its deprivation has profound

social and other consequencess

I intend to treat this thesis subject matter essentially as a problem
of commmmication, not in the usual way it is described in the literature
as a clinical loss of expressive and receptive capacity; but as a problem
of defective = and deviantised = communicative competence, which above all

disrupts the assumptions people have about speech performance and inter-

actione.

The subject actually poses something of a paradox: namely that the
ability to handle social interrelationships with the smoothness which our
society expects and requires is a function of such communicative ocompetence.
But it is precisely these skills which the hearing impaired, in varying

degrees, lacke It is a lack which is subjeoct to strong cultural sanctions.

Thus it is competence in speech performance with which I am prinoci-
written

pally concerned (and only to a lesser extent with/language). In one sense

it might be thought that I am taking an ‘'oralist! sta.nce3 e This would be

t0 misconstrue my position. I am concerned to penetrate the interfaoce bet-
ween deaf and hearing in a hearing-dominated setting, that of employment.
It is the perceptions of the hearing impaired as they confront this and
attempt to devise strategies to ameliorate their position vis-a=vis the

assumptions the hearing world has about competent speech performance in

which I am interested. We live in a society which places a high premium

on teffective' speech skillse It is the hearing person‘'s framework of refe

erence for social understanding. And at work, the possession of 'standard’
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Speech skills generally enhances the capacity of its users to 'get on'.

Obviously language is the prior consideration, minimal language skills
being reflected in correspondingly restricted or non-existent speech per-—
formance, witness the studies of the so=called wolf children (ITARD, and
others). But few people speak with total grammatical accuracy. Indeed,
the use of language in informal settings tends to be littered with gramma-
tical errors, so that one can 'get away' with a considerable amount of lin-
guistic inaccuracye. What are difficult to discount are distortions in
speech delivery - discordancies of intonation, lack of rhythm, aiscrepan-
Cies in pitch, lack of 'affect' and, above all, lack of speech produstion
at alle Additionally, of course, effective speech performance also depends
on congruence between stimulus and response, question and answer, so my
notion of communicative competence also embraces the skill of lipreading

and the use of amplification where appropriates

It has been amply demonstrated that most impairments negatively affect
interpersonal encounters, and that stereotyping and stigmatising are common
responses to conditions which are, in some way, 'unwholesomely' different.
Impairments, of course, vary in the amount of deviantising they elicit -
generally according to their visibility, their permanence, and the extent

of responsibility attributed to the victim for his lote.

In general terms, however, impairments which feature defects of the
face and voice have been found to elicit a profound threat to the normalcy
of interaction - more so than other impairments located in other parts of
the body. The hearing impairedbreach expected norms of social competence,
both in their speech and language performance, and by breaching culturally
expected degrees of eye contact and physical space between interactants

in the struggle to lipread.

This being so a point frequently overlooked is, I suggest, the mise

guided emphasis on the supposed 'invisibility' of hearing impairmente To
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an extent this is so. Firstly, for those whose expressive communication

skills are fairly intact, and who are able to rely on amplification and lip-

reading to 'pass' in most situations, a well=concealed hearing aid will give

the other participant no indication at all of the existence of a handiocap.

Secondly, there is no prior preparation available to prospeoctive interactants

analagous, for example, to the sight of an approaching wheelchair—bound person.
However, sign language, used most by the profoundly prelingually dea,i’;:1 4

is highly visible and public. And, crueially depending on the degree of

communiocative defiociency, impairment in speech performance becomes immed-—

iately evident if not obtrusive on encounter. As Goffman has argued so co-

gently, as soon as conversation is initiated, our folk notions that speech
will normally be without a hitch are broken; and the mechgniocs of conver—

sation are such that the other actor's attention cannot but be directed, and

re—directed, towards the offending orifice.

My aim has been to try and understand sociologiocally some of the pro-
cesses underlying the treatment of the hearing impaired in the partiocular
situation of work, in terms of the deviantising of those whose communication

performance departs from expected norms. In partiocular, I have endeavoured
to understand how hearing impaired respondents themselves try'to make
sense of the social and economic under-involvement, if not outright segre—

gation, to whioch I contend they feel subject.

To this end 1 have adopted an interactionist or, more particularly,
a societal reaction approach as the most effective explanatory tool for
such an analysis. I have found it useful to confine myself to a series of
sensitising concepts: namely those of stigma, stereotyping, strategy man-
agement and deviant outcomes as working tools. This, however, in no way
commits me to viewing labelling theory as an exclusive panacea for explie

cation. It merely illustrates one particular facet of a ocomplex process,

but one which has been crucially neglected. Its ultimate justification
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lies in its being grounded in the data I have obtained.

With this background in mind, I have extended the interactionist per—

spective into the field of employment. This venture into the world of

work was stimulated by what I perceived as a gap in interactionist studies.
Whilst research has been undertaken of interaction in casual social sit-
uations (GOFFMAN, 1957; 1963; 1968), and, at the other end of the extreme,
in total institutions (GOFFMAN, 1961; COHEN and TAYLOR, 1980), little
attention seems to have been paid to interaction in situations located
between these two polarities. The implications of disrupted communication
in and around employment represented for me a situation possessing some

of the characteristics of both extremes.

If, as 1 contend, those deficient in taken-=for—granted communicative
competence are socially stigmatised and segregated, the question arises
as to how far this social 'smeering'! penetrates the work situation, and,
if so, how, and with what ramifications in terms of exclusion from partici-
pation in social and work—-related activities; and ultimately in denial of
access to the economic goals of suecess which are considered to symbolise

desired status in our oculture.

The specific situation of employment thus seemed illustrative of my
arguments for several reasons, It 1s almost a truism that it is mainly
via work that people tend to integrate into the world at large. And in

Western culture both the ability to work and the nature of the work it=

self tend to determine the social standing and worth of a person 5.

Moreover, it is the social relationships at work which are now expeo-

ted to give the majority of working people that sense of fulfillment which
previously tended to be derived from membership of an extended kinship
system and a home community. Even for the élite of the labour force, who

are able to derive satisfaction from the intrinsic interest of the work it-—

self, social relationships are still important.
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For the hearing impaired, employment represents one of the most im-
portant situations where they must not only ocontend daily with a hearing
environment, but sustain working within it. One can not get up and walk
out of troublesome or ruptured relationships with one'!s work peers or super—
visors in the way one can extricate oneself from uncomfortable social sit-
uwations. It is the constant evaluation - and perceived devaluation -= by

hearing work peers and employers which is at the centre of this issue.

Again, employment is an area where the vast majority of people - hear-

ing as well as hearing impaired - are under the control of others. Oppor-

tunities for negotiating favourable definitions of self are not generally
sustainable on one's own terms. Within this general limited framework,
however, I anticipated some areas which would be more amenable to the ne-

gotiation of favourable outcomes than others, where, perhaps, options would

appear to be totally closed, What does this signify for a group already

stigmatised?

Additionally, work is an area where the actual number of jobs with a

large communicative content is increasing, and where stylistically formal

speech is often at a premium. Verbal smoothness, dexterity, style and

polish are often the chief determinants in obtaining upward occupational

mobility -~ a highly prized and expected goal in our culture.

My intention to study the adult hearing impaired at work may well re-—
present the last opportunity to investigate directly the *'realities* of
their employment experience, in an era where training for one Jjob was pre-
sumed to serve one through to retirement. Also, I may well have i1nterviewed
the last generation of hearing impaired employees to be engaged in trades
traditionally entered by deaf employees: printing, bakery, assembly-line
work, clerical work. As such, I contend, it is of oconsiderable sociologioal

importance. Given the traditional reluctance of the deaf . to change

(discussed in Appendix 1), future researshers of the hearing impaired may
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well be obliged to concentrate on a study of unemployment.

Principally, however, employment represents a key area where the
commonality of negative evaluations perceived to be made of the hearing
impalired can, I suggest, most vividly be demonstrated. Defective comm-
nicative performance is often cruelly public. The outcomes are both

tangible and intangible,

The problematic nature of the hearing impaired at work will, I hope,
be made abundantly clear in the empirical analysis. It is my fundamental
contention tha% those deficient in the taken=for=granted skills of speech
performance are stereotyped and stigmatised socially and economically as
much in the work situation as in any casual social encounter., Addition-
ally, they are under-involved, if not actually excluded, from social and
work=related activities, lacking that critical acceptance from peers and
colleagues: which 1is vital to a sense of belonging and self=worth in soc-
iety. Above all, they are denied legitimate access to the economic goals

which are supposedly available to all in our culture.

Nevertheless, options for strategy management, although more limi-
ted, represent an on-going struggle to maintain favourable definitions
of self in the face of a fairly uniform tendency to categorise all hear-—

ing impaired at the lowest common denominator of ability, regardless of

individual differences.

Having located the target area, one particular issue ultimately be-
came the central focus of this research: the insistent emphasis, princi-
pally from professional workers for the deaf, not only on the uniqueness
of hearing impairment, but on the uniqueness of different groups within
the hearing impaired population. What began initially simply as ‘'an in—
teresting question', ie. the speculationthat those individuals with rel-

atively minor hearing handicap undergo much the same social process as

those with major handicaps, rapidly became a source of bitter contention
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and, ultimately, pivotal to this thesis.

I had speculated that the same kinds of imputations, of stupidity,

witlessness, mental retardation, which were perceived to be made of the

prelingually deaf with poor speech, might well be made of those with

acquired deafness, albeit in somewhat attenuated form. In other words,

the differences might turn out to be one of degree only, rather than of

kind, It seemed to my Jejune eyes that a person adventitiously deafened 4b
at age 40, literate, but unable to lipread and thus talk with, is as much
a social cripple as her prelingually deaf counterpart with minimal speech
and language skills. And, conversely, that some prelingually deaf

people do manage to acquire passable speech and language to enable 'normal'

interaction to take place.

Thus I felt the ti'adit ional dichotomy between pre-~ and postlingually
deafened was somewhat spurious when looked at in its social context of the
kinds of judgementis society tends to make of those with deviant communi-
cation skills. Hearing people are rarely interested in the age of onset of

impairment, merely the effects. Murthermore, I had anticipated that differ-

ences would appear in relation to the way stigma was handled, and that

such strategy management would correlate positively with the acquisition or

preservation of 'acceptable' communication skills and, to a lesser extent,

salience of resources,

However, I found myself faced with a barrage of criticism that no valid
comparisons could possibly be made between the various groups of the hearing
impaired, their problems apparently being so mutually exclusive and unique.
I shall look in more detail in Chapter 2 why it appeared that so many of
the professionals I contacted in the field argued so tenaciously that to
try and compare the prelingually with the postlingually deaf was to commit

the folly, if not heresy, of searching for similarities where none existed.,

] was frequently assured that no study attempting such an exereise could



carry any credibility at alle

Suffice to say that it was the emphasis on the uniqueness of hearing
impairment — or rather what turned out to be the uniqueness of one partice
ular group in this world, that of the signing deaf and their distinctive

culture -~ which ultimately provided me with the cluee.

Aetiologically, of
course, every lmpairment is unique. Moreover, I fully appreciate the need
many impaired people feel to locate themselves psychologically, spatially
and emotionally in categories. To be able to define where one 18y with the
appropriate label, is an enabling device which may help in coping with the
handicape Additionally, to be able to assert one's differences is possg=

ibly a necessary pre-requisite to asserting one's similaritiese

I was to discover that it is far from unusual. Searching for wider
applicability to my findings, I approached a number of other organisations
catering specifically for those suffering from disorders of communicatione.

The reply from AF'ASIC* (1981) illustrates the pointe. Their letter stated:

"This handicap is in no way comparable to the problems of not under-
standing the meani Of words'.#*

I had surmmised that an organisation dealing with all speech impaired chil=
dren would share points of commonality with the speech impaired deaf. I
have not singled out this particular organisation in any spirit of malicee.
It is simply indicative of the fragmented, individualised world of the im-
paired, which so effectively precludes an appreciation of its socially

constructed naturee.

However, taking the perspective 1 have, 1 contend that impairments
share common features which unite differing conditions to a much greater
extent than they divide. Impaired people above all share with other min-

ority groups minority statuse They tend to be relegated to the margins of

society. Each person with an impairment faces a common set of obstacles

in the form of dealing with cultural stereotypes and stigma (not to mention

* Association For All Speech Impaired Children
#* An article written later by the Chairperson of the Association acknow-
ledged such an alternative perspective (BROHNING, 1981). Apparently deaf-

ness is one of the commoner mis—diagnoses applied to aphasic children,
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more tangible obstacles). He is obliged to negotiate the most acceptable
role his definers will allow in the face of these. He is permanently ene

gaged in a series of 'stigma contests'.

I suggest that hearing impairment, in common with other disorders of
Speech and language is unique only in the sense that problems of communio-
ation with others are the handicape The fact that a distinctive culture
based on the use of an equally distinctive visual language exists within
the hearing impaired world in no way vitiates the validity of such a pere

Spectivee

I hope that an illumination of these questions will provide a fruite
ful new perspective on how the hearing impaired perceive their world. To
persevere in the face of strong criticism is the lot of every sociologist
who wishes to uncover layers of meaning that everyone is assumed to knowe
This intense opposition provided me with an uncomfortable, if not traumatic,
introduction to a world reluctant to question its taken~for-granted stock

of common—sense knowledgee

Without wishing to give the impression that all was gloom and despone-
dency, I was initially troubled by two other criticisms. Again they will
have a ring of familiaritye It was the surmounting of them which finally
gave me the impetus to persevere with a subject which could have been dealt

with so much more easily = by means of an historical analysis, for instance,

or by complying with the advice to concentrate on one group onlye I claim
no virtue for thise In return for the trials and tribulations, I gained
the richness which comes from beginning to understand a world of meaning

of which I had previously little or no knowledge. It is a richness that

transforms one's own personal autobiographye

One criticism was the assertion that I should either have been hearing

impaired myself, or should have worked in the field prior to embarking

on the study. The criticisms took two forms: (a) how can you possibly
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understand? And (b) how can you possibly have anything to contribute
when others with years of experience know the area far better than you

do? 1In crude terms, how can you, and secondly, how dare you?

Nevertheless, the criticisms merit attention. To have been born

6

'native' deaf  and an accepted member of the deaf community would, ine
deed, have been a unique passport into that very partiocular world of the
signing deaf culture. And a mastery of sign language before embarking on

the project would, of course, have been ideal. Actual research practice

rarely accords with ideal notions of how, optimally, it should have been

done.

Possibly to have been a 'native' deaf signer would have accorded me

less easy access to the world of those with acquired deafness who numeri-
cally form by far the greater part of the hearing impaired population7.
And it is doubtful whether a fluency in sign would have facilitated my
contact with that group of the hearing impaired whom I consider to be

the most disadvantaged and neglected of all: the profoundly prelingually

orally deaf, functionally illiterate, and with no vehicle of communi-

cation other than natural gesture and home=made sign,

My motivation, however, has not been totally disinterested. I em=
barked on the study for personal reasons 1in an attempt to make some kind
of wider social sense of my husband's impairment, multiple sclerosis, I
contend that it is precisely because reactions to all impairments have
so much in common - my husband s unsteady gait and periodic loss of bal-
ance giving rise to perceived allegations of being drunk, or worse, out
of control - which provides grist to my argument. Although the metaphor
is different, the wide application of the soubriquet *deaf and dumb?' to

the hearing impaired indicates much scope for commonality.

I suggest that this position gives me both the advantages of addit-

ional insight, as well as adequate distance from the partioular condition

of hearing loss itself not to cloud my judgement., I could not have
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done research into mes. Thus 'I can': living with a husband who is imw
paired gives me the kind of "intimate fariliarity" (LOFLAND, 1976) which no

hearing professional working for the deaf, however devoted, can acquire.,

Additionally I sought to meet the criticism through extensive use
of participant observation. Throughout the first two years of the pro=-
ject I spent a great deal of time sensitising myself to the issues which
make hearing impairment problematic. They were for me some of the most
exciting aspects of the whole research exercise. I will describe them in

detail in Chapter 2.

“As for the second criticism, 'I dare' because it is precisely the
contribution of sociology (s0 absent from this field as I will note shor-
tly) to question the apparently obvious assumptions upon which those
working for so many years in the field rely. My contribution to the
grand scheme of things may be small, but I have raised questions and
suggested an alternative way of looking for those willing to re-appraise
their assumptions of the taken-for-granted and absolute 'rightness' of
their view of the world - without in any way wishing to demolish the old-
er perspective. It is simply an added dimension to the understandings
which already exist. Reality, as BERGER (1963) has noted, has many layers
of meaning. If I have succeeded in peeling off one layer, encouraging

people at least to pause, then a sociological investigation of the hear-

ing impaired at work will have been well worth the while.

The actual choice of hearing impairment on which to focus as opposed
to, say, cerebral palsy, was almost entirely fortuitous. My MA disser-
tation which was concerned with the perception of a range of impaired
respondents of the process of registration with the DRO just happened to

include a profoundly prelingually orally deaf subject in the sample, The

shock was almost irrational. With vocal chords unimpaired, he was unable

to communicate a single word with me. The strength of the feeling

associated with an inability to communicate remains
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with me and has given impetus to this thesis, although the lack of

speech no longer shocks or disconcerts.

With this background in mind, fifty respondents covering the whole
range of hearing impairment and communication modes were interviewed in
depth in an attempt to approximate as closely as possible the meanings
and 'realities' which subjects attached to working in a hearing-dominated
work environment; and to investigate the methods and 'accounting proced-

ures' they developed in making sense of their situation.

1 made a very deliberate and conscious decision to concentrate on

their perceptions only (the methodological problems of which will be

dealt with in Chapter 2), rather than verifying their accounts by the
use of a control sample. Apart from approaching the man in the street,
the only meaningful hearing control sample would have been the employers
and co-workers of my respondents. As some of my subjects were engaged
in concealing or at least normalising their impairment, to have under-

taken such an exercise would have been ethically unfeasible.

In any event my interest lies not in verification at this stage.
The aim is to focus on how the hearing impaired perceive and manage their
worlde Accounts of how the hearing population regard them are legion,
and have played a significant role in dictating how the hearing impaired
should or should not be educated, what jobs they should/should not do;
and whether they should/should not be 'integrated' into mainstream society.
The hearing person has traditionally "fronted" for the deaf (NASH and

NASH, 1981).

What the hearing impaired have to say of their experiences

of reality, and how they structure their responses to cope with constant

denigration of their status have not had much of a hearing.

The very nature of their impairment, of course, precludes much arti-
culation of their plight. They are obliged to rely on others to do it

for them - hearing others. Thus the reference point has always been
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located around hearing norms, largely ignoring the symbolic universe inhabi-

ted by the hearing impaired themselves.

Hence the preservation of the integrity of the data has been a source
of concern to me., However, merely to allow the "itches and pangs" to stand
by themselves may suffice as a journalistic exercise but not as a piece of
academic research. Inevitably I have imposed an analytical framework upon
the data which, if shown to the respondents I talked with, might conceivably

make little sense to them. It is something which, as BECKER (1974) noted,

we ought to be more concerned about.

What I have tried to do is to Juxtapose the data and framework in such
a way that the data does not become submerged. I have also kept intaot many
of the idiosyncracies of speech and syntax, not in order to strive after
Piquancy of effect, but to state *this is how it was said/signed to me?.
Some discrepancies 1n the sophistication of response of signing respondents
will be apparent. They reflect my slowly growing competence, rather than
being indicative of *'illiterate signing'. Where recoourse was additionally

made to writing, I have preserved and reproduced directly what was written.

Finally, a word about the paucity of sociolegical literature on hear-
ing impairment generally which justified, in retrospect, my working in this
area., Interestingly enough it is paralleled by an equivalent dearth of
sociological interest in other communication disorders, such as aphasia,
severe stuttering, cleft palate speech and male lisping. Considering the
stress sociologists have traditionally placed on speesch and language as
essential to the socialisation process, the omission is puzzling. For the
hearing impaired, it is an omission which has only been repaired, largely

for the signing deaf, in the last two to three years.

Other impairments have fared considerably better in attracting the

attention of sociologists, particularly sociologists of deviance: +the blind

(SCOTT, 1969); the mentally retarded (EDGERTON, 1967; MERCER, 1973);
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epileptics (WEST, 1979; OLIVER, 1979), not to mention the numerous socio-
logical analyses of the 'mentally ill' (GOFMAN, 1961; SCHEFF, 1963;
SZASZ, 1970). Yet disorders of communication are the wvery stuff of socio-
logy. They are handicaps which vitally affect almost every aspect of the

interaction between man and the society he inhabits. I shall look at

the few exceptions to this picture in Appendix 1,

Part of the explanation, I suggest, lies in the dominance of the med-
1cal, para-medical and teaching professions, each wedded to an individual
pathological model of hearing impairment which conveniently obscures and
mystifies its wider social implications. Above all, professionalism
takes the hearing world as its referent. And the existence of a captive
audience in the form of segregated schools for the deaf has ensured that
concentration has focussed on this sector of the population to the exe
clusion of all else., 1 suggest that psychologists have played no small
part in legitimating the 'deaf and dumb'! syndrome by the administration

of a battery of verbally loaded IQ tests to profoundly deaf children.

Sociologists themselves are by no means immune from crticism,
Difficulties in communication in addition to those normally experienced
in any research project have also contributed, I suggest, to the lack of
the kind of qualitative data often favoured by sociologists = contrary
to the relative ease which administration of standard tests and measure-
men: techniques permit. If psychologists are guilty of an excess of

fervour, we are equally guilty of sloth.

Moreover, little of an analytical nature has been written about the
social processes which make employment problematic for the hearing impaired.
The literature has been largely intrumental (reviewed in Appendix 1) and
confined to the prelingually deaf. Using a host of varying definitions
and methods, comparisons are virtually impossible. But to the best of my

knowledge, there has been no attempt to understand sociologically why the
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hearing impaired appear to be denied access to normal employment pro-
spects. And the reluctance to look = even instrumentally = at the wider
implications which a study of hearing impairment might have for other

comminication disorders I have found worrying.

Above all else, this thesis represents a plea for unity: not just am-
ong the hearing impaired, but with all impaired people, If by fooussing on
a societal framework of analysis, the depoliticizing and parochial nature
of the traditional focus on an individualistic model of impairment can be
clarified, a mutual appreciation of the commonality of the problems of

all impaired people might emerge and the impetus for change stimulated.

For the hearing impaired, if I am able to show that the processes
stereotyping and consequent stigmatising tend to apply fairly uniformly
across the whole spectrum of the hearing impaired population, which I con=-
tend they do, it 1s my hope that the age—o0ld barriers between the vying
groups might, at best, mellow, If, for example, the use of sign langw
uage fails to protect the otherwise communicatively *'incompetent! from
trouble at work in much the same way as the orally deaf with minimal

speech competence, can a toleration of the hearing orientation of the

latter not be extended by the former?

Without a basic appreciation of the commonality of their devalued

status, the impaired are currently represented by hundreds of organi=
sations, each wedded to the interests of that partioular group, and of=-
ten supported by a powerful phalanx of professional vested interests de=-
termined to preserve the status quo. Such a situation 1is counter-pro-
ductive for ameliorating the situation of impaired people. Discrimi-
nation will contimue whilst the focus is on impairment as a matter of in-
dividual pathology, rather than endeavouring to understand the wider

social context in which such discrimination operates.

Having outlined my basic argument, located the 'problem area', raised
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